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Abstract 
Talking to psychological and social professionals about what they see as a growing problem of marital conflict in Rwanda, the 
main drivers are identified as mistaken expectations of marriage, inadequate preparation, perceived failure to take on 
responsibilities, poor communication and unilateral (often patriarchal) decision-making. The consequences are 
divorce/separation, health problems and effects on the children. The professionals suggest that the government should 
establish preventive programmes to sensitise people about gender roles and about human rights and set up pre-marital 
education. They did not talk much about what they themselves could do once a conflict is established and beyond prevention. 
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1. Introduction 
- i.e. between husband and wife,
parents and children, between siblings, or within extend families including grandparents, aunt, uncles, etc. The 
present research focu
of marital conflict of a severity such that professionals are consulted have been insufficiently explored in 
Rwanda, and marital conflict is identified as a problem by journalists, by professionals and by the state. There is 
little or no systematic research dealing with this problem in the context of Rwanda. Specialist health centres or 
clinics well equipped to face the problems of marital conflict in terms of material and qualified human resource 
are rare in Rwanda. 
It is increasingly claimed that marital conflict is a phenomenon that it becoming more common and more 
serious in Rwanda. Rwanda is not a large country, but there are sufficient reports of husbands and wives killing 
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would appear to be an epidemic of marital and family crimes in general across the country, picked up by 
journalists. Looking at news sites written in the national language, Kinyarwanda, we find women who kill their 
husbands and men are killing their wives for as little as failing to prepare a preferred meal (See also Commission 
Episcopale Justice et Paix Projet, 2007).  
Underneath these extreme examples of conflict lies a sea of more minor but still serious conflictual events and 
patterns. Domestic violence remains a problem in Rwanda, with reported of ever having experienced it ranging 
from  about 35% to nearly 50% of women respondents, and around 20% of women say they have experienced it 
in the last 12 months (NISR and ORC Macro, 2006; NISR, Ministry of Finance and Economic Planning, Ministry 
of Health & ICF International, 2010; UNIFEM, 2008 0 reported 
that over half of its women respondents said they had experienced partner violence and 38 per cent of men said 
they had committed it (Slegh & Kimonyo, 2010).  It would appear to be increasing in the statistics at present, but 
this is probably an artifact of the determined campaigns that have been mounted against it; where women are 
sensitized to report cases of domestic violence, if the campaign is successful then they do so. 
For decades it has been argued that in developed country the proportion of two-parent families living in 
harmony is decreasing. For example, in Canada it declined from 80.9% in 1987 to 66.1% in 2001 (Institut de la 
). Studies in other countries report that the consequences of the marital conflicts are 
, 
1988; McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994; Dunn , & Sturgess, 2001; Rebellon, 2002; Hawthorne, 
Jessop, Prior, & Richards, 2003; Rogers & Prior, 2005; Bradshaw, 2008). Parents who live in a situation of 
permanent stress due to the economic deprivation that they undergo have less and less reactivity with regard to 
their children. They adopt child-rearing strategies with a strong control and harsh punishments (Brooks-Gunn & 
Duncan, 1997; Mosley & Thomson, 1995; see also Gibbons et al., 2001). The one Rwandan study we have found 
suggests that a lack of affection generated by marital conflict may cause delinquency and even criminality in 
children (Vumera, 2005). While it is true that children are often capable of coping with the break-up of their 
, 1997; 
Parker, Sapsford, & Harwood, 2006), h  
 
2. Methods 
 
-socio-
professionals in Rwanda about aspects of marital conflicts: (1) their extent, (2) their causes, (3) their 
consequences, and (4) how to deal with them. The qualitative approach was selected for two main reasons: it is 
particularly useful for explore points little information exists (Grenier, 2005), as is the case with marital conflict 
in Rwanda and it allows an overall interpretation which makes the major social significance of the data visible 
(Deslauriers & Mayer, 2000). 
 
2.1. Case selection 
 
The report is based on fourteen interview sessions involving a total of twenty Rwandan professionals who 
agreed freely and voluntarily to give their point of view regarding marital conflicts. The institutions chosen were 
also supervising at the time of the study, so that a relationship already existed (11 institutions); or (2) ones that 
have a specific mission to work with spouses who live in marital conflict and did so in their daily activities (3 
institutions).  The 14 institutions are localized in the Southern and Western Provinces of Rwanda and in Kigali 
City, and they included hospitals (4), psychosocial services (4), health centres (4), a socio-administrative service 
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(1), and a religious service (1). The twenty participants were working in these 14 institutions during the period 
from June 2011 to January 2012, the period of the data collection.   
 
2.2. Research approach 
 
The strategy adopted was to meet the professionals in their institutions. In a context of courtesy and respect we 
asked the professional if he/she was ready to volunteer his or her views on questions relating to marital conflict. 
All professionals contacted in this manner agreed to take part in the interview and expressed great interest to 
contribute to the research. All agreed that the interviews could be recorded.  
Ethical principles of confidentiality and anonymity have been respected, we do not name the institutions, and 
participants in this paper are identified by letters.  We set out to do individual and private interviews, but in 
practice four of the interviews were separable but took place in the presence of another of the informants, and in 
two other sessions (a dyad and a triad) the participants effectively made it into a group interview. This was 
because some people had individual offices but in other cases two or three shared an office and each of the 
occupants was interested in contributing his or her point of view.  The combinations interviewed are illustrated in 
Table 1, with their identifying letters. They were fifteen women and five men among the informants.   
 
Table 1. Pattern of interviewing 
 
Nature of 
interviews 
No. of 
sessions 
No. of 
persons 
Identifying letters Employer Occupation 
Single interviews 
carried out in private 
9 9 C, D, E, F, K, M, N, 
O, P. 
C: ARBEF (NGO) 
 
D, E: hospital 
 
 
F, K, N: Health 
Centre 
 
 
M: local government 
O: AMI (NGO) 
 
P: ADPR (Church 
centre) 
- In charge (C) 
 
- I/c mental health service (D) 
- Mental Health professional (E) 
 
- Social Assistant (F) 
- Nutritionalist (K) 
- In charge (N) 
 
- Vice Mayor  i/c social affairs 
 
- In charge of psycho-social work 
 
- Pastor 
Interviews with one 
other person present, 
separately 
transcribed  
2 4 (G+H), (I+J). G+H: Health Centre 
 
I+J:Compassion 
International (NGO) 
- In charge (G) 
- Social Assistant (H) 
 
- Accountant (I) 
- Programme implementer (J) 
Dyad, interviewed 
together 
2 4 A, B (letter indicates 
two informants that 
cannot be separated). 
A:   hospital 
 
 
 
B: hospital 
- I/c mental health service 
- Focal Point for gender-based 
violence 
 
- Two Mental Health 
professionals 
Triad, interviewed 
together 
1 3 L (letter indicates 
three informants that 
cannot be separated). 
Health Centre - I/c Community Health 
- I/c preventative vaccination 
- I/c Health Insurance 
 
The interviewing was fairly non-directive and it appeared that each participant felt at ease and freely expressed 
his or her points of view; where there was more than one person in the interview, contradictory views were 
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discussed in an atmosphere of mutual respect. The informants were free not to speak about questions they did not 
want to discuss, and they did not receive any financial incentive for taking part. Interviews lasted typically 
around 30 minutes. Kinyarwanda is the main language of Rwanda and was the main language of the interviews 
because it was spoken by the interviewer and by all people interviewed. It allowed participants to convey their 
ideas in the easiest way - especially as in the African in general and the Rwandan context in particular there are 
forms of communication which use significant proverbs to transmit a message, which cannot easily be express in 
a foreign language.   
First the goal of the research was explained to the participants. Then the following research questions were 
used to stimulate informants to give their point of views:  
1) How do you find conjugal conflicts?  
2) How many cases of conjugal conflicts do you treat in a week, a month, a quarter?  
3) In your view, why do people who were legally married and went to church to commit 
themselves to loving each other forever until death fail to keep their promises after a very short time? 
Why do people promise each other love, and yet get into conjugal conflict after a short time?  
4) Referring to cases you have received in your service and according to your 
experience, how serious do you find the problem of conjugal conflicts in Rwanda? Is it very serious, not 
very serious, what do you think about it? 
2.3. Techniques of analysis 
As this research is exploratory in its aims, the analysis was based on the general inductive model, which 
resembles anchored theory (Thomas, 2006), aiming at giving direction to raw data and making sense of them 
(Blais & Martineau, 2006). The approach used in this research is inspired also by Merriam and her colleagues 
(Merriam, 2002), who call it e descriptive and inductive aims are to understand 
the signification given by individuals to a phenomenon.  The 14 interviews were recorded. The fact that the 
interviews were carried out by the principal investigator herself helped in the processes of identifying the content 
and the logic of the speech of the people interviewed, as suggested by Baribeau (2009).  
Interviews were then completely transcribed. The whole set of interviews formed a corpus of approximately 
45 pages.  The entire corpus was translated from Kinyarwanda into English by a Rwandan translator who knows 
the two languages very well and who often helps in the qualitative data-gathering in Rwanda.  Interviews were 
read in depth, in Kinyarwanda and in English. Themes were then identified and coded, using a mixture of preset 
categories and emerging categories (Royer, Baribeau, & Duchesne 2009). These were then analysed and cross-
compared using QSR NVivo 9 software. Moving frequently between the original text and the NVivo analysis, 
categories were refined and   subcategories were compared and combined into broader dimensions. 
To ensure rigour in the analysis of the data and to improve the credibility of the results, as suggested by 
Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Thomas (2006), the interviews were given to a collaborator for blind parallel 
 
 
3. Results  
 
The data are presented under four broad headings:  (1) perception of marital conflicts; (2) causes of marital 
conflicts; (3) consequences of marital conflicts; and (4) measures to be taken to fight against marital conflicts in 
the context of Rwanda.  
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3.1. Perception of marital conflict 
 
Marital conflict is perceived by Rwandan professionals as a real and serious problem in eleven out of the 
 
 You see th  So, whether there are three, four or more people a week who talk 
their problem out, it shows that the problem exists and is serious (C, D).    
 Conflict is a current issue that is nowadays observed everywhere, in town, in the countryside, in young 
compared to old ones The rate is really high, .. children are now born into families in conflicts, live 
the conflicts, and this is of course a picture of our future society . 
 The problem is serious, either here or in the whole country (A). 
 it is a very serious issue (B, K).  
 o many cases we meet are people who have problems of conflicts in their families several 
people, about a third, have problems (H). 
 
many; I know about 6 families who live like that (P). 
Informant M, a local government official in charge of social, identifies it as a particular problem of young 
couple in Rwanda today.  
Conflict is said by several informants to be increasing in frequency: 
 Conflicts are at the high level and in addition they are increasing. When you ask the population the 
problems they are facing in their Districts today, they simply say that they have problems relating to 
conflicts in marital homes (O). 
 Comparing to the past time, the conjugal conflicts are very serious today you see that this conflict 
problem is increasing and getting worse living together as a wife and husband does not last in 
nowadays (N).  
 you see a good number of husbands who have left their marital home, a good number of wives who 
have left their husbands (P). 
Where open conflict is avoided, it may be by escaping the situation rather than resolving it: 
 I consider families who are petitioning for a divorce and I also consider others not yet at this level of 
divorce but which live in serious conflicts. There is also another family which is now at the level of 
leaving openly their marital house, where a woman takes a decision of leaving the house saying that 
she is really tired of living there and the same case for the husband. Because of this, the wife took a 
decision of leaving the marital home and went back to parents home (P). 
Conflict was said not to be a serious or widespread problem in only one interview session: 
 
(of them) live in harmony. They do not exceed 2, we igno
took rather serious measures in addition to those free phone numbers given by the Police, this 
phenomenon is not very serious (I+J).   
and Informant N, who did think it was serious (see above), also pointed out that it is by no means universal: 
 However, one cannot say that all families have problems, there are many good families where a 
husband respects his wife and vice versa (N). 
The point is also made that not all violent conflicts necessarily appear in front of the professions, because of 
fear or shame: 
  (A).  
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 many families prefer to keep quiet about their problems, there are many families living with 
problems and conflicts between wife and husband... (N). 
 
what is happening in her marital home (P).  
 
3.2. Causes of marital conflict  
 
3.2.1. Expectations of marriage 
What people expect of marriage, contrasted with what they experience in it, is seen as a major foundation for 
marital discord. People get married to fulfil needs of their own  for children, for psychological support, for 
economic advancement  without considering that there is a great deal more to marriage than just what they were 
looking for.  
 there are girls who get married with one objective of 
a family, but they are unaware of the kind of life as well as the responsibilities awaiting them (C).  
 Also, a girl who is an orphan, can get married hoping that her husband will comfort her, and when she 
finds th
instead; This can also be the cause of conflicts if for example a lady marries a man in the hope of living 
a dream life, which is better than what she lived before, and becomes disappointed, that can result in 
conflicts (E). 
 then he marries her without true love and I have many examples of this case. A boy decides to marry 
a girl who is older than him but who has money and thinks that since the girl has money, he will support 
 he realizes [after a while] that money cannot solve all family 
get marries with different ages not ba (P).  
 it is exactly because of the way people get married. Sometimes they get married by interest, for example 
longer find what they had expected, one starts deserting the other (B). 
Marital roles are complex but reasonably clearly defined within a given society, and a frequent cause of 
discord is that one partner or the other is not seen as taking on his or her expected responsibilities. The wife, for 
example, may fail to meet the stereotype of the good housewife: 
 At this time, since already the young man is accustomed to his wife, he starts to notice the faults that 
she makes, when he returns at home, the meal is not yet ready, she does not iron his clothes (L). 
The man may not be taking on his responsibility for his family as a stereotypical head of household: 
 Among the conflicts that we meet in families appears that of men who do not fill their duties as persons 
in charge of their households (K). 
  (L).   
 a woman comes crying saying that her husband had refused to bring children to hospital for 
treatment, a case relating to a husband who had refused to pay school fees (M). 
In general, the issue is the responsibilities of the role of husband and wife, and the explicit promises made 
on marriage: 
 according to what I observed, what seems to be the cause of not taking care of the family when a 
partner doe
when they got married (B). 
The heavy drinking of one partner (generally the man) may be unexpected and may tend to break up the 
relationship. Alcoholism or heavy drinking is mentioned in four interviews as the cause of marital conflicts. 
 simply because they are drunks (A). 
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husband without agreeing with his wife creates conflicts between them (I+J).  
 or it is due to alcoholism (L). 
 Nowadays, this family has serious problems of conflicts mainly because of drunkenness of husband ... 
(P). 
At a more fundamental level, the failure to regard the family as a space within which joint decisions and 
strategies are the only appropriate ones is a serious cause of conflict.  In two sessions, specific problems related 
to HIV and its management and the irresponsible behaviour of one of the partners underlie the marital conflicts:  
  use 
help them and from this situation, they get into conflicts. You may also find cases where a husband, 
infected by HIV aids wants to make no protected sexual relations by force with his wife who is not 
infected. This situation also may results in conflicts that push the wife to leave marital home for fear of 
being infected at the end (F+G). 
 Because of poverty and because of the seropositivity, it can happen that one of the couple lives with VIH 
SIDA whereas his/her partner remains always healthy.  That can also create conflicts between them 
(I+J). 
 
3.2.2. Insufficient knowledge of each other 
A major problem, according to the professionals, is that people get married with insufficient knowledge of 
each other. The factor of not knowing enough each other well enough  being insufficiently prepared for the 
marriage - is mentioned in 6 of the sessions:  
 
in order to know mutually one another.... He/she meets somebody, directly; it is love at first sight 
between them. Some months later, they marry and live together. In a short time, they do not get on any 
more. This is due to the fact that at the beginning they did not have time to know each other, to say the 
truth, to say really who they are, their history ... not having been sufficiently prepared and to have taken 
rash decisions ... (I+J).  
 What I can say is that most of the time the girl and the young man make their promise without having 
sufficiently known each other, each one does not know yet the characters of the other,  he/she does not 
(L). 
 
organizing their marriage. ... So, when one discovers reality about the other, problems raise and they 
get in conflicts (F). 
the relationship: 
 There are several factors, either during engagement doing whatever, one of them shows the positive side 
and hides the negative side. Later on one of them discovers that it has been misled; that what one had 
shown him/ her was not true whereas they live already together (K). 
 ... they do not reveal who they are, each one has some behaviours /characteristics to hide ... And when 
get married, in their marital home, it is now when everything is put out and known (O).  
Outright lies before marriage can be even more of a problem: 
 Sometimes it results from the fa
lying about their economic situation or their character, and when at last one discovers that the other 
had lied to him/her ... it becomes complicated for both. For example if a partner has got a child from a 
previous union and reveals it after the marriage, it affects the other partner who did not know that 
his/her wife/husband had other friends, another life (D). 
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3.2.3. Poor communication 
Lack of communication is mentioned as a cause or an element underlying serious marital conflicts in four 
interviews. 
 with that habit of not discussing the problem; but there are sometimes many other problems which 
 keep quiet and 
the family, for example when one partner notices a fault on the other, instead of telling him/her and 
discuss, he/she keeps quiet and it becomes repeated until it results into a big conflict, which sometimes 
leads to infidelity, and so on (A). 
 When a man or a woman comes to you in order to tell you his/her problem, 
discuss it between them as partners, you may take it as serious 
husband the truth so that he can do something about it, or when she manages to tell him, the husband 
 those are things which, if not discussed, lead to 
conjugal conflicts C).  
 
to fall out with one another (D).  
 Once they do never sit down to discuss it, this lack of dialogue can be the origin of the disagreements in 
their family, and they not to get on I find all that they said true. I agree with them, but another thing 
that I can add is that there are people who start a family but who do not have the occasion to dialogue. 
In the family, the dialogue is v (I+J). 
We might also include in this category the refusal to negotiate a position: 
 I find that conjugal conflicts often appear when none of the partners can acknowledge that they are 
wrong. For example if one of the partners offends the other and refuses to admit it, or the other refuses 
to forgive him/her, it can be a cause of those family conflicts (D). 
 
3.2.4. Keeping secrets and breaking promises 
Lack of knowledge of each other can be sustained into the relationship by the deliberate decision of one 
her partner: 
 What I can add is that the woman can take part in the FP [Family Planning] without agreeing with her 
husband and the fact of hiding it can also create conflicts in family when the husband discovers it. ... 
(L). 
In general, broken promises and broken expectations are a cause of conflict when the other partner at last 
becomes aware of them: 
 when one, either a man or a woman, breaks what they had promised each other, it becomes another 
cause of conflict (C). 
 
3.2.5. Coping with change 
Some of the problem is that people change in marriage, and this is not anticipated by one partner or both: 
 ...  there are people who get married with the hope of living a happy life, imagining that it will always be 
like the time when they were still betrothed, having no problem, life amounting to joy, walking together, 
nfortunately, 
their responsibilities, or when one partner finds that the other is not assuming his/her responsibilities, 
because of lack of experience, they start disliking each other ( C).  
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Societies also change, and the clash between traditional and new discourses can be problematic within the 
close confines of the family. The point is made in these intervi
five interviews issues related to gender and rights are mentioned as cause of marital conflicts  the clash of 
remains 
deeply patriarchal in many of its attitudes.  
 -making authorities, since 
the latter are always sent on missions which last a long time, and a husband is against the idea of letting 
his wife spend the night somewhere else. So, this is considered to be a kind of denying her rights (A).  
 This is because, looking in our culture, husbands, in their nature, always want to be respected and this 
leads them sometimes to take decisions without seeking advice from their wives (P).  
 Men are very selfish and there is a phenomenon that women recovered their rights (L).  
...  women are the most affected, since they are the ones who are denied their rights, for example they lose 
their chil
husbands who take a second wife (B). 
 
3.2.6. Sex and adultery 
over time can 
also be a problem, of course, and this was mentioned in three of the interviews: 
 ... when a girl is not married yet, she has a certain perception of sexual relations, which she expect to be 
satisfying, even excellent. But, once they get married, she becomes disappointed because she is not 
satisfied at all. Likewise, the husband can feel disappointed. Thus, when the wife is not satisfied by her 
problem. Then, they begin to resort to their friends, each for his part, in order to ask for advice, or on 
the contrary they keep it in their minds (C) 
 Thus, if there is no satisfaction, one of the partners goes elsewhere where he/she thinks of finding 
satis
intercourse with several people. Yes, and her husband does not satisfy her like her former partners and 
she does not appreciate her husband (L). 
The theme of comparison with previous partners was raised several times by one of the informants. 
 
and when one is not satisfied, as they used to do, they can go back to the first partner, or try to find 
another partner, in order to see whether they can be satisfied like before (B).  
 ... it became an epidemic, people no longer care about their values. ... For instance a lady or a man in 
their thirties, when they are still single, they tend to have many boyfriends/ girlfriends before they chose 
who will be their partner. ... Thus, they feel like the time when they had many boyfriends/girlfriends, 
when nobody watched them, when nobody prevented them from doing so; they f
about how other people consider them (B). 
Clearly, open adultery is a problem for a marriage; infidelity/adultery is mentioned in five interviews. For 
example: 
 ty can support that (A).  
 The third reason is adultery and prostitution which are really current in nowadays. Nowadays 
prostitution and adultery are increasing because when you check for example the menu of mobile phone 
of a certain husband, you see a big 
problems in such way that the wife does not tolerate to share the bed with her husband for the fear of 
sexual transmitted diseases that may be picked up here and there (P). 
In one interview polygamy (no longer legally recognised in Rwanda, but still not unknown) is mentioned as a 
possible cause of marital conflicts.  
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three women. By consequent, the children resulting from these two or three women are in ceaseless 
conflicts related to the land. It can also happen that one of these women dies and her children remain 
with one of their mantle and they are always in conflicts or simply they flee the house and prefer 
outward journey to wander by here by there (H). 
Adultery and promiscuity have economic consequences as well as emotional and relational ones: 
 If they are poor, the husband does not tolerate it, and this can induce him to the sexual infidelity and you 
find that he has several women whereas he does not have any means, having small pieces of land and 
several children they do not manage to nourish (I+J). 
 
3.2.7. Poverty, property and land 
ed in two interviews as causes of marital 
conflicts.  
 A
nother element which can cause the conflicts between the couple is the ignorance which can be 
combined with poverty.  in our programs, among the 
women whom we visited, I saw that their husbands have been unfaithful to their wife because of poverty. 
When the husband sees that they are very poor, he prefers to join a woman where there is enough food 
after having deserted his own wife since this one is quasi deprived (I+J).  
 
.it can be because of poverty, if for example a lady marries a man in the hope of living a dream life, 
which is better than what she lived before, and becomes disappointed, that can result in conflicts (E). 
The economic drain of large families was also mentioned by two: 
 ... the fact of having many children creates also conflicts. The same fact of having many children of 
which they are not able to educate and nourish incites the husband to go away elsewhere, they quarrel 
and do not have good relations (I+J).  
 Also the woman understands PF can cause poverty if she does not take part in it, she will have many 
children whom she will not be able to nourish as we saw it previously (K). 
Property is often an issue, even in families which are not in abject poverty: 
 as far as I am concerned, you can say that conflicts can be looked at three important elements: the 
proper relationship between couples/spouses, how spouses live, home property, and then issues relating 
to education of their children (N). 
In four other interviews, issues related to property and marital economies are mentioned as causes of marital 
conflicts.  
 The first element that causes conjugal conflicts today is relating economy and assets because the young 
men already know that even girls are now at the level of possessing money. When a young man 
decision to marry her pretending that once he gets money, love also will come. ...  those done in front of 
administrative authority at civil wedding level, sometimes you see that they have signed to share assets 
only gained after marriage. Then at a certain occasion when a husband is very happy may decide to 
give a goat or a cow to a friend or a wife can also decide to give beans or something else to a starving 
friend without sometimes consulting her husband (P).  
 .. 
property (E).  
 it is due to property which is not shared. When only one partner generates income, he/she despises the 
other (D). 
159 Immaculée Mukashema and Roger Sapsford /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  82 ( 2013 )  149 – 168 
 Another factor is the fact of hiding the property (L). 
Using family property to help the family of origin may be a cause of marital conflicts.  
 For example a man marries a woman knowing that she must continue to help her family, and then he 
refuses to listen to her, or tells her frankly that when they got married they put their property together, 
that she must not continue to help her parents with their incom
other, and raise the problem of mismanaging their property which consists of many things (C).  
 another issue lies in the Rwandan society itself. It is as if a member of a family is the main element 
around which others are bound. So, when one gets married, he/she somehow grows away from his/her 
family, and those who depended on him/her lose that benefit. So, there is a kind of conflict on both sides: 
they used to get from him and the 
way he took care of them went decreasing (B). 
 
3.2.8. Other people 
Finally, thought the focus of this research has been on behaviour and constructs within the family, the real 
social world is much more extensive and very influential  
At the lowest level, people around you put ideas in your head: 
 After having been married there are people who start to sensitize the young man as for the advantage of 
marrying a girl who still has pointed bosom, beautiful (L). 
More serious are the effects of continuing divides within the society. In two interviews ethnical issues are 
seen as causes of marital conflicts.  
 Another element that mostly causes conjugal conflicts today is ethnic 
possible means to destroy this new family. When one goes in his/her in- 
and they are told that what they did is abnormal basing on Rwandan history and on other factors (P). 
 We recently had a talk mentioning that our society has got different problems, problems relating to 
genocide, post genocide generation where people are likely traumatized , do not take care about the 
future, do not seize  the sense of life ,and from this, there are many people who are making illegitimate 
may be orphans because their parents lost their lives /died in Congo, others their parents are in jail, 
father, and even when ask question about that they never get answer (M). 
 
3.3. Consequences of marital conflicts 
 
3.3.1. Divorce 
Divorce or separation is one obviously likely consequence of marital conflict, and this is mentioned in seven 
interviews. For example: 
 When the wife is not able to support that, they get separated. ... the problem is so serious that it causes 
separations, and thus destroys families (A).  
 When one of the partners becomes disappointed about what he/she expected from the other, he/she starts 
being unfaithful and the couple breaks (D).  
 Indeed, conjugal conflicts can reach such an extent that partners may separate or harm each other 
(F+G). 
 If young couples live in conflict, their time of living together as a family is also shortened. ... I would say 
living together, they are really believer and Christians, but now they are separated (M). 
 
160   Immaculée Mukashema and Roger Sapsford /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  82 ( 2013 )  149 – 168 
3.3.2. Health problems  
In eight interviews, aspects of health are said to be affected by marital conflicts. The major problems are 
mental/psychological ones.  
 ...there are people suffering from psychological problems, and when I discuss with them, I realize that it 
is related to the way they live in their families (A). 
 we find that conflicts in partners are one of the causes of mental illnesses. Some people who come 
here present symptoms of depression, while others suffer from ... [a condition] making them cry and 
behave in a strange way. We say this because we have experience of patients we have taken care ... We 
di
themselves, we sometimes ask about their lives and we find out that their illness is related to what they 
 from conjugal conflicts (B). 
 I think that is the reason why today there are many cases of mental illness either in children or in adults 
(D). 
 
issue but there are many others who keep it secret and become affected (mentally) (C). 
 (H). 
Physical health may also be affected, if only by the change in economic circumstances consequent on the 
break-up of the marriage. Physical conditions can have underlying mental causes: 
 They are people who always have headache, stomach ache, who suffer from several indefinable 
diseases; but when you have the occasion to talk to them, you find that in most of the time, the family life 
is the origin of all these problems of health (H). 
There is also the risk of infection because the partner will not agree to take preventive treatment and so the 
other gives up rather than living in a disturbing conflictual environment with no end in sight. Speaking of 
 
 She told us that the situation was beyond her understanding that she had given him freedom of doing 
what he wanted.  She said she could not do anything else that she could not live in everyday fight (P). 
 
3.3.3. Effects on children 
Several interviews talked about the problems of conflict and separation for the children.  
 Therefore, we notice that the children that we receive have problems related to the way in which the 
families are not in good terms (H). 
 I wonder if we can include other members of the family, since the consequences of conflicts in partners 
can affect partners themselves, or their children (B).  
 Conflicts have consequences for the chi  (K). 
(Some of these remarks were made in the context of mental illness or psychological disturbance.)  
Poverty and consequent malnutrition is one of the problems of separation/divorce: 
 These cases very often meet in several families where there are  a 
problem which destroys the country who causes poverty, and the country is obliged to seek for other 
(K). 
 In general, the experience of conflict may be a bad environment within which the children learn: 
 So, those are things which, if not discussed, lead to conjugal conflicts as well as bad education for 
children (C). 
 Now all these situations considered, a child lives every day conflicts without any explanations about 
that, lives without an
father has been a murder / killer even if he/she is not told clearly a
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parents fighting every day  (M). 
Conflict is said by some to be productive of disturbed and delinquent behaviour: 
 ... it is also the origin of juvenile delinquency and bad behaviour of the young who try to manage by 
themselves because they lack supervision of adults (D). 
 Now we are asking ourselves where the current phenomenon of using drugs in students of secondary 
using drugs and drinking alcohol in such way that these students bring at school on Saturday hard 
drinks [Uganda Waragi  banana spirit]. Thus, this problem of conflict is very serious and has impact 
and consequences on young generation especially children (M). 
On the other hand the children may have to take control of the family and become the responsible ones, in 
 
 So , he/she in such way  lives with his/her mother sometimes with chronic illness , living in situation in 
which he/she is  always obliged to beg for school fees from Global Funds or other funds, to beg ticket 
fees to go to school (M). 
3.3.4. Gender and the effects of conflict 
In four interviews it was suggested that the results of family conflict are not symmetrical but bear down much 
more heavily on women than men: 
 It is especially partners either men or women who have this problem, but men are few, maybe they have 
their way of resistance. On the other hand, women are the most affected (B). 
 it is a generalized problem in the whole country and it is a current problem when it is considered that 
the women are very numerous compared to men who are very few, cost what costs there is a problem 
(K). 
 Referring to counselling sessions that we consider as balance of conflicts, most of the time we receive 
women. And sometimes, we receive around 8 persons a week. So, men who come here are few, they are 
about one, two, three but women are many (N). 
 
f the time women are victims (P). 
 
3.4  Measures to be taken  
 
Broadly, all informants considered that dealing with the problem was a matter for the State, or possibly the 
Church. 
In some interviews it was suggested that the administrative authorities should approach families and set up 
clear laws to protect every victim: 
 so, this is a problem which requires much concern either from the authorities or the hospitals, so that 
it is totally eradicated in the country (A). 
 Government should explain clearly what gender is, and elaborate laws relating to domestic violence 
...They should elaborate clear laws protecting a violence victim in a family (P). 
Sensitization about gender roles was a second suggestion:  
 
their turn (A). 
 It [the State]  should do its best to explain clearly what gender is and teach it to citizens, because this 
issue of gender has created a number of conjugal problems. These kinds of decisions sometimes lead to 
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conjugal conflicts. . The Government should put great emphasis on sensitizing spouses about gender and 
give it a right line fitting both husband and wife  
Human rights were another and more general area where people could be sensitised: 
 Well, there should be sensitization, making people become aware of their rights, as well as the limits of 
their rights (A). 
In two interviews people suggested that churches leaders should approach families/spouses, as a strategy that 
might help in fighting marital conflicts: 
 I saw that in the households, prayer helps the couple. Of course, this does not want necessarily to 
mean that in these families there is no problem.  There is but they try to manage them (I+J).   
 the church leaders, following their 
church leaders is to help people change their heart and mind and when the mindset has changed, other 
thoughts follow. I am talking about leaders of different churches regardless their beliefs. These should 
make a great effort of approaching people as the promises have been done in front of them. This is the 
first thing to do... (P). 
(Informant P is himself a pastor). He went on to speak about the sanctity of marriage vows as promises before 
God and the importance of the priest or pastor visiting the homes of his parishioners and of giving guidance when 
potential problems were still at any early stage. 
Where professionals talked about what they themselves could do to help, concepts of sensitisation came up 
again. For example, one person suggested the professional could sensitise people to individual differences: 
 So, now when they get chance and happen to understand, according to what is observed is our service - 
if I am still answering to your question, that their promise was good, that their problem is clear and that 
it is due to new discovering in terms of behaviours while being together, they understand where is the 
problem and get committed to solve it and live in peace where everyone accepts his/her spouse as he/she 
is because we are different even we are told when , during  our  promise time , that we are one; yes we 
are one, but different (O). 
However, what should be done by the professionals themselves was not a frequent topic of conversation in 
the interviews; mostly the responsibility was seen as lying at a higher level. 
 
4. Discussion 
4.1. Perception of marital conflict 
Marital conflict in Rwanda today is something that seems to be observed everywhere - in town, in the 
countryside, among young couples and even among older ones- but the most serious problem, worthy of concern, 
is seen as lying with the younger couples.  There are some who spend only two or three years in relative harmony 
and after the first or second child is born the problems and conflicts occur. As in most industrialising societies, 
the evolution in matrimonial behaviour reveal profound change in society. Current transition in nuptiality in 
African cities can be accounted for by growing economic difficulties that tend to weaken traditional systems 
governing social life (Antoine, 2002). Many counties in sub-Saharan Africa, including Rwanda, have seen a 
move from the integral community to a more individualistic form of social organisation (see for example Hertrich 
& Lesclinigand, 2001
strong emphasis on communitarian and consensual solutions to problems. In the more closely knit community the 
young couple were more integrated into the life of their families and their neighbours; the young people and even 
the conjugal homes were socially exposed and provided the means for learning good practices, good manners, 
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 it had its own problems  but in earlier times marital conflict was less likely to go unremarked and unchecked 
(again, see Hertrich & Lesclinigand, 2001).  
The collapse of the old family system and the uncertainties of the new leave modern couples in a state of 
anomie, lacking rules, norms and role models for how a couple should think and behave and what they should 
expect from each other.  This confusion affects not just individual, but also the family, the community and the 
wider social world. People are not in connection with each other in the way that they were.  The loss of moral, 
ethical and cultural reference points delivers the individual to his or her impulses, because the support for 
resisting, controlling and evaluating them is no longer there. The patriarchal model of the traditional family is 
gradually replaced by a less rigid model of the family; with more space for individual aspirations, in particular 
those of young people and women. The modern marital unions are marked by a greater brittleness; one sees the 
emergence of more independent couples, more autonomous, supporting more personal relationship between their 
members, but perhaps greater fragility than as the traditional unions (Lecoh & Mouvagha-Sow, 2005). In some 
families, conjugal conflicts are so evident that even neighbours know precisely what the problems are.  
We should not assume that conflict is necessarily detrimental to a marriage, but what is important is how the 
inevitable conflict is managed in relationships (Cox, Brooks-Gunn, & Paley, 1999). In destructive conflict, 
couples resort to tactics such that issues expand and escalate and in which partners are dissatisfied with the 
outcome. In constructive conflict, couples manage their problems in a manner such that the disagreements have a 
stabilizing effect on the relationship and partners are generally satisfied with the outcome (Deustch, 1969). 
For most of the informants, professionals dealing with families and individuals, marital conflict was a cause 
for grave concern. An informant who is a local government official in charge of social affairs and so who has to 
deal with marital problems identifies them as a particular problem of young couples. This may refer to societal 
change, especially in African countries (Hertrich & Lesclinigand, 2001; Lecoh & Mouvagha-Sow, 2005; Parkin 
& Nyamwaya, 1987; Meekers, 1992; Antoine, 2002). However, other informants did not mention this difference.  
Conflict is said by several informants to be increasing in frequency. Where open conflict is avoided, it may be 
by escaping the situation rather than resolving it. Research has suggested that couples with better problem-
solving abilities reported lower distress and great satisfaction (Filsinger & Thomas, 1988) and that interventions 
designed to improve marital problem solving can effectively prevent marital distress (Markman, Floyd, Stanley, 
& Storaasli, 1988).  
In this study, marital conflicts were said not to be a serious problem in only two interviews session and not to 
be widespread or universal in only one. However, the point is also made that not all conjugal conflicts necessarily 
appear in front of the professionals, because of fear or shame; they prefer to keep quiet, because Rwandan culture 
does not allow a woman to talk about what is happening in her marital home. This aspect of culture, hiding 
marital conflicts, suggests that the problem may be more extensive in Rwanda than the statistics suggest. 
 
4.2. Causes of marital conflicts  
 
According to informants, the clash between what people expect of marriage and what they experience in it is a 
major foundation for marital discord. People get married to fulfil needs of their own without considering that 
there is a great meal more to marriage than just what they were looking for. The dominant account of why 
marriages break down is very compatible with the psychology of personal construction (Kelly, 1955; Rogers, 
1951): the social world is perceived though our expectations of it, people bring their prior understandings of what 
marriage is to the actual marriage and expect their needs to be met on the basis of these expectations. Unrealistic 
expectations emerge as the main imputed cause of marital conflict in this study. Marital roles are complex but 
reasonably clearly defined within a given society, and a frequent cause of discord is that one partner or the other 
is not seen as taking on his or her expected responsibilities.  
A major problem, according to the professionals, is that people get married with insufficient knowledge of 
each other.  In former times there was preparation for marriage: training by observation in the family, where girls 
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and boys grew learning how to imitate their parents and to take them for models.  Currently, due to Genocide, 
war and exile, many children in Rwanda do not have parental models for married life, its conditions, its 
constraints and its requirements. Sometimes they take on the responsibilities of head of household without ever 
being prepared for them. The wife, for example, may fail to meet the stereotype of the good housewife.  
Infidelity, adultery, the use of prostitutes and even polygamy are mentioned by a majority of informants in this 
study; among other things, this is a kind of violation of social and cultural values regarding fidelity in marriage. 
At a more fundamental level, the failure to regard the family as a space within which joint decisions and 
strategies are the only appropriate ones is a serious cause of conflict. There is a clash here between Rwandan 
patriarchal cultural expectations and the growing and state-supported discourse of rights and empowerment for 
women. This may be an element in the anomie mentioned above, consequent on changes in social and familial 
organisation. 
Lack of communication is mentioned as a cause or an element making for serious marital conflicts. Informants 
said that instead of discussing the problem, both spouses keep quiet, and the problem becomes so serious that it 
could be a cause of separation. A gridlocks become common in a relationship, a pattern develops, giving rise to a 
conflict cycle. The conflict cycle creates a trap, and the couple must resolve, manage, or create new meaning 
from the conflict to be able to move past it (Gottmann, 1991, 1994; Scheinkman & Fishbane, 2004). 
Unreasonable behaviour in communication may also be a cause of serious strife: the wife who refuses to let go of 
a dispute even when she has won it, or the husband who refuses to undergo HIV/AIDS testing or treatment but 
-making without discussion is another area of poor communication 
that can lead to conflict or resentment.  
Some of the problem is that people change in marriage, and this is not anticipated by one partner or both. 
Societies also change, and the clash between traditional and new discourses can be problematic within the close 
confines of the family (Strauss & Gelles, 1986; Hertrich & Lesclinigand, 2001; Parkin & Nyamwaya, 1987; 
Lecoh & Mouvagha-Sow, 2005)
Issues related to gender and rights are mentioned as cause of marital conflicts  the clash of expectations within a 
country w
many of its attitudes. It was also suggested that the results of family conflict are not symmetrical but bear down 
much more heavily on women than men. 
Poverty co
including the economic drain of large families. Property is often an issue, even in families which are not in abject 
poverty. Using family property by one of the spouses to help the family of origin may be a cause of marital 
conflicts. Rwanda is a predominantly poor country where the only wealth may be property and the law on land, 
while reformed to make some concessions to widows and divorced wives, still reg
, Mugisha, Mutesi, Malunda, & Rucogoza, 2011; Abbott & 
Rucogoza, 2011). Further, where there is pre-nuptial property which it was agreed should remain in individual 
ownership, or where only one partner generates income, he/she may despise the other, and this again will be a 
source of conflict.  
Thought the focus of this research has been on behaviour and constructs within the family, the real social 
world is much more extensive and very influential  
At the lowest level, people around you put ideas in your head. More serious are the effects of continuing divides 
within the society. In two interviews, ethnic issues are seen as causes of marital conflicts.  
4.3. Consequences of marital conflicts 
Divorce/separation is an obviously likely consequence of marital conflict in the present study. According to 
interview, when the spouses are not able to support marital conflicts, they separate, and thus family is destroyed.  
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Aspects of health are said to be affected by marital conflicts. As well as giving rise to mental problems, 
marital conflict alters physiological functioning, and hostile behaviour, particularly during conflict, markedly 
enhancing adverse physiological changes (Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 2005). According to professionals, some people 
who seek help in case of marital conflicts present symptoms of depression, while others exhibit disturbed 
behaviour, and family life may also be the origin of more physical problems. Some patients exhibit symptoms 
akin to learned helplessness: they describe themselves as unable to understand the situation or to control or 
change it, so they have simply to let the partner get on with it 
Several interviews of this study talked about the problems for the children resulting from conflict and 
separation of parents. Some of these remarks were made in the context of mental illness or psychological 
disturbance. Research elsewhere reports that the consequences of marital conflicts may be seen in the health, the 
behaviour and even the educational problems of children These Rwandan professionals said the same. Another 
problem may be neglect and malnutrition, leading to physical health problems. In general, the experience of 
conflict may be a bad environment within which the children learn. 
4.4. Measures to be taken  
Broadly, all informants considered that dealing with the problem was a matter for the State - or possibly the 
Church, another authority structure as well as a major player in Rwandan social welfare. What should be done by 
the professionals themselves was not a frequent topic of conversation in the interviews; mostly the responsibility 
was seen as lying at a higher level.  
Clear laws are required to protect every victim (though the existing 2008 Law goes a long way towards 
providing this - see Official Gazette (2009)). Beyond this, the state should be organising information and 
consciousness-  Rwanda) on gender roles, human rights and 
prevent conflicts occurring right from the start of marriages, rather than therapy or the retraining of individuals 
once conflict is established and has become a problem. That such changes need a central authority and 
coordination beyond what any small clinic or agency can provide is indeed true. It is also typically Rwandan, 
however, in that Rwanda did not collapse into chaos after the Genocide but pulled itself together through controls 
, 2011
social and socioeconomic changes are not casual or random but planned and coordinated, and it is seen as natural 
that the State would wish to be involved in the solution to any substantial problem. 
Where professionals did talk about what they themselves could do to help, concepts of sensitisation came up 
again. For example, one person suggested the professional could sensitise people to individual differences. It may 
be necessary to go beyond this, however. Troubled marriages become stuck in disillusionment.  The successful 
marriage is able to arrive at acceptance, an interpersonal state of equality and empathic understanding for the 
couple (Jacobson & Christensen, 1996).  Some can evolve naturally to this state of emotional health; some 
require assistance through professional guidance and counselling (Mones, 2001).  
According to the findings of this study, preparation for marriage and premarital education would be a strategy 
that may be used to prevent marital conflicts in Rwanda. Elsewhere, premarital counselling continues to increase 
in popularity as a preventive intervention due to its association with lower divorce rates for couples who 
eventually marry (Stanley, Amato, Johnson, & Markman, 2006). In addition to lowering divorce probability, 
premarital educating lowers relationship conflict and increase relationship quality (Stanley et al., 2006; Carlson, 
Daire, Munyon, & Young, 2012).  
but the accounts that professional workers tell themselves and have told to us, making sense of what they see in 
their work. This probably tells us much about couples in conflict-the professionals are well placed to know what 
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is going on-but it also tells us something about the professionals themselves and much about the culture in which 
they are embedded. 
5. Conclusion 
-socio-
professionals in Rwanda about aspects of marital conflicts: (1) their extent, (2) their causes, (3) their 
consequences, and (4) proposals for how to deal with them in the particular context of Rwanda. 
Marital conflict is perceived by Rwandan professionals as an extended and serious problem. From this study, 
the causes of marital conflicts are: prior expectations of marriage; issues of communication and decision-making 
at home and outside the home; insufficient knowledge of each other and insufficient preparation for marriage; the 
issues of coping with change; poverty, property and economic matters; and, sometimes, ethnical issues. 
Professionals talk about divorce/separation and health problems as the consequences and the effects of marital 
conflicts and their consequences on children in the context of mental illness or psychological disturbance.  
As measures to be taken, findings suggest that the administrative authorities should work to sensitize everyone 
about gender roles and the human rights. This strategy would presumably entail sessions at school and perhaps 
also community sessions - perhaps something put on at the regular meetings after the monthly Umuganda 
capable for help in the marital conflict deal, especially at a preventive level. From the findings, professionals 
need to be trained on marital conflict prevention/management.  
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